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A computer-implemented system and method for home page 
customization and e-commerce Support is disclosed. The 
present invention relates to avatar home pages and the 
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e-commerce marketplace through which users can purchase 
home page decorations made by third party developers. 
Various embodiments include a “chat now online matching 
system and a real-time map showing the geographical loca 
tion of users in an online community. 
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1. 

COMPUTER-IMPLEMENTED SYSTEMAND 
METHOD FOR HOME PAGE 

CUSTOMIZATION AND E-COMMERCE 
SUPPORT 

BACKGROUND 

1. Field 
Embodiments of the invention relate to the field of 

computer network applications and networked communica 
tions; and more specifically, to the field of home page 
generation and e-commerce via a computer network. 

2. Related Art 
Existing systems have found the use of avatars beneficial 

for improved communication. Conventional avatars are 2D 
or 3D graphic images that can be used to represent a human 
individual. Many systems have improved the animation of 
the avatar images so the images in animation can represent 
various facial expressions and generally appear reasonably 
lifelike. Other conventional systems use avatars to represent 
a user while he/she is chatting with one or more other users. 
However, these systems do not represent the avatars as 
interacting in an environment. 

U.S. Pat. No. 6,069,622 describes a comic generation 
system that controls the generation of comic panels. A comic 
panel is a graphical representation of an instance in time of 
a sequential course of events, such as a conversation 
between people. Each graphical representation typically 
includes a graphical representation of at least one character. 
The character has gestures that reflect a body pose and 
expressions that reflect a facial pose. Moreover, the charac 
ter may have text associated with it (i.e., the character 
“speaks”), which is displayed in the comic panel within a 
bounded area called a “balloon.” The comic generation 
system receives an interaction event and generates a comic 
panel. Examples of interaction events include text input by 
a user and selection of gestures and expressions by a user. 
When the interaction event provides text, the comic genera 
tion system automatically searches the text to identify any 
words or phrases that give rise to gestures and expressions 
for the character representing the user who provided the 
interaction event. Moreover, the comic generation system 
searches the text for trigger words that indicate alterations to 
the comic panel. The comic generation system generates the 
comic panel based on the results of its searches. The comic 
generation system also determines which characters to place 
in a comic panel, the positions of the characters, and the 
orientations of the characters. The comic generation system 
additionally determines the placement of balloons contain 
ing text. 

However, the comic generation system described in the 
622 patent is a static picture in a panel, as opposed to an 
animated character interacting with another avatar in the 
same scene. Given the static nature of the images in the 622 
patent, the patent does not describe the use and interaction 
of avatars as 3-dimensional (3D) animated models. Further, 
although interaction events and user input can cause the 
modification of the character representing the user, the 
interaction events do not cause a character to transform into 
an entirely different character or object or cause the aug 
mentation of the character into one with entirely new 
features. 

U.S. Pat. No. 5,880,731 describes a system in which 
avatars representing participants in a graphic chat session 
are periodically animated to produce a gesture that conveys 
an emotion, action, or personality trait. Each participant in 
the chat session is enabled to select one of a plurality of 
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2 
different avatars to represent the participant in a graphic chat 
session. Associated with each avatar is a bitmap file that 
includes a plurality of frames illustrating the avatar in 
different poses, actions, and emotional States. Selected 
frames are displayed in rapid sequence in accord with a 
Script file to create an animation effecting each gesture. The 
same script file is used to define a gesture for all of the 
avatars used in the chat session. A selected gesture can be 
transmitted with a text message to convey the user's emo 
tional State. A gesture associated with the avatar is auto 
matically displayed from time to time when the avatar is not 
otherwise gesturing or moving. The user can determine 
participants in the chat session with whom the user will 
interact, e.g., by defining a proximity radius around the 
user's avatar or by selecting the specific participants from a 
list. Avatars of participants that are outside the proximity 
radius (or otherwise not selected) and messages received 
from them are not displayed on the user's monitor. 
The 731 patent specifically applies to avatars that are 

graphical bitmaps or sequences of bitmaps displayed accord 
ing to a script. The 731 patent does not describe the use and 
interaction of avatars as 3-dimensional (3D) animated mod 
els. Further, although selected gestures can cause the modi 
fication of the character representing the user, the selected 
gestures do not cause a character to transform into an 
entirely different character or object or cause the augmen 
tation of the character into one with entirely new features. 

U.S. Pat. No. 6,522.333 describes a system and method 
for remote communication that allows communication over 
a network, but still provides a behavioral context within 
which the communication is interpreted. A visual represen 
tation of a user is provided to a recipient. A set of behavioral 
characteristics of the visual representation is provided to the 
user, the behavioral characteristics representing contexts 
within which data is to be interpreted. The user selects a 
behavioral characteristic and inputs data to be communi 
cated to the recipient, along with any specific behavioral 
commands. Then, data is communicated to the recipient 
concurrently with a behavioral movement of the visual 
representation associated with the selected behavioral char 
acteristic, wherein the behavioral movement provides con 
text to the recipient for interpreting the communicated data. 
Behavioral characteristics include personality and mood 
intensity settings, and behavioral commands include gesture 
commands. The mood intensity selection allows the user to 
adjust which behavioral movements associated with the 
personality will be selected by assigning each movement a 
weight that determines the probability the movement will be 
selected. Gesture selection allows the user to punctuate text 
by having the visual representation act out a specific behav 
ioral movement or sequence of movements to communicate 
an instantaneous emotion or behavior. Text is also analyzed 
to generate behavioral movements based on the content of 
the text. 

Although user selected behavioral commands can cause 
the modification of the character representing the user, the 
selected behavioral commands do not cause a character to 
transform into an entirely different character or object or 
cause the augmentation of the character into one with 
entirely new features. 

U.S. Pat. Nos. 6,320,583 and 6,147,692 describe methods 
and apparatuses to automate and confer additive properties 
to morphs (modification of a starting graphical image to a 
destination graphical image). The enhanced automated addi 
tive morphs created by this invention extend the currently 
limited Scope of animation techniques, creating: moving 
morphs, where characters can speak, move, and emote 
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during the morphing process; parametric character creation, 
where features can be sequentially added to a character to 
create a wide variety of resulting characters; behavioral 
transference, where character behavior can be automatically 
transferred to newly created characters, and behavioral lay 
ering whereby sequential behavior patterns can be concur 
rently transferred or imparted to a character. The patented 
inventions allow an animator to create, animate, control and 
transform two and three dimensional images instantaneously 
and fluidly. The invention provides a superior solution at 
significantly less cost which extends the range and proper 
ties of existing state of the art animation. 

Again, although the technology described in the 583 and 
692 patents can cause the modification of the character 
representing the user, the morphs and behavioral transfer 
ence do not cause a character to transform into an entirely 
different character or object or cause the augmentation of the 
character into one with entirely new features. Further, the 
prior art systems do not provide an efficient means for 
communicating character and Scene configurations and 
changes between IM users. 

In the commercial marketplace of digital goods of today, 
wholesalers and retailers of digital goods still operate in the 
traditional model of physical goods. That is, wholesalers, 
intermediate wholesalers, and retailers still collaborate off 
line to create digital goods, which are then offered for sale 
and/or download via the network. Unfortunately, there is 
currently no system or method by which users can deploy 
digital goods directly in a direct product offering or a derived 
product offering and use? display these products seamlessly 
in a three-dimensional (3D) IM environment. 

Personal home pages have been an important part of the 
World WideWeb since it began in the early 90’s. In the early 
days of the web, several of the first successful internet 
companies, such as Tripod and Geocities, were founded on 
the premise of providing free personal home pages that users 
could customize. Ten years later, the service of providing 
home pages that users can customize is still a large business. 
A recent example is the Success of Myspace, which has more 
than 20 million users. All of the personal home page 
services, from the early ones to the most recent ones, have 
enabled users to express their identity by customizing their 
home pages and displaying personal information and pic 
tures. 

Although the creation and expression of an online identity 
are key drivers for personal home pages, some users want to 
maintain a degree of anonymity, or separation, between their 
real world identities and their online identities. The reasons 
are wide spread: some users are fearful that their pictures 
may be doctored and republished on the internet in an 
undesirable manner (such as compositing their heads on 
naked bodies to make apparent naked pictures); some users 
want to fashion a fantasy online identity that is different 
from their real world identity because they arent limited by 
aspects of the real world identity such as their real world 
physical appearance for online activities such as chatting 
and playing games. For whatever their reason, many users 
want to create personal home pages to express an online 
identity without showing real world pictures. Prior art sys 
tems have been unable to effectively enable home page 
customization-in an anonymous yet user-friendly manner. 

Thus, a computer-implemented system and method for 
home page customization and e-commerce Support is 
needed. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

The present invention is illustrated by way of example 
and not limitation in the figures of the accompanying 
drawings, in which 
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4 
FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a network system on which 

the present invention may operate. 
FIGS. 2a and 2b are a block diagram of a computer 

system on which the present invention may operate. 
FIG. 3 illustrates an example of a shared virtual scene in 

which two avatars interact with each other as users repre 
sented by the avatars converse in an instant message com 
munication environment. 

FIG. 4 illustrates a typical network architecture used in 
one embodiment. 

FIG. 5 illustrates a Communication Pathway Diagram. 
FIG. 6 illustrates an IMVU Session Start and Initial 

Product Loading. 
FIG. 7 illustrates a Product Usage Communication Path 

way. 
FIG. 8 illustrates a Derived Product Communication 

Loop. 
FIG. 9 illustrates Products Displayed in a 3D Window. 
FIG. 10 illustrates a Simple Chat Communication Path 

way. 
FIG. 11 illustrates Simple Chat Communication Dis 

played in a 3D Window with Chat Bubbles. 
FIG. 12 illustrates a Product Usage Communication Path 

way. 
FIG. 13 illustrates a User Successfully Selecting and 

Displaying a Digital Product (e.g. Change of Clothing). 
FIG. 14 is an example of an avatar home page created 

with one embodiment of the present invention. 
FIG. 15 is an example of avatar customization as shown 

in one embodiment of the present invention. 
FIG. 16 is an example of 3D avatar interaction in the same 

scene as shown in one embodiment of the present invention. 
FIG. 17 is an example of one embodiment in which a user 

can take a 2D snapshot of a 3D avatar scene, upload the 2D 
image to a server, and display the 2D scene on a customized 
avatar homepage. 

FIG. 18 is an example illustrating one embodiment in 
which a user can preview a Snapshot and then activate a user 
input that causes the system to take a 2D Snapshot of a 3D 
aVatar Scene. 

FIG. 19 illustrates an example of the features of one 
embodiment for showing the geographical locations of users 
represented by their avatars. 

FIG. 20 is an example of an avatar home page including 
a message with an attached gift in one embodiment of the 
present invention. 

FIG. 21 is an example of an automatic matching and 
“Chat Now” feature in one embodiment of the present 
invention is illustrated. 

FIG. 22 illustrates an example of the features of one 
embodiment for showing the geographical locations of users 
represented by their avatars. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

A computer-implemented system and method for home 
page customization and e-commerce Support is disclosed. In 
the following description, numerous specific details are set 
forth. However, it is understood that embodiments of the 
invention may be practiced without these specific details. In 
other instances, well-known processes, structures and tech 
niques have not been shown in detail in order not to obscure 
the understanding of this description. 
The present invention relates to avatar home pages and 

the combination of a home page customization service with 
an e-commerce marketplace through which users can pur 
chase home page decorations made by third party develop 
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ers. Various embodiments include a “chat now' online 
matching system and a real-time map showing the geo 
graphical location of users in an online community. 

Referring now to FIG. 1, a diagram illustrates the network 
environment in which the present invention operates. In this 
conventional network architecture, a server computer sys 
tem 100 is coupled to a wide-area network 110. Wide-area 
network 110 includes the Internet, or other proprietary 
networks, which are well known to those of ordinary skill in 
the art. Wide-area network 110 may include conventional 
network backbones, long-haul telephone lines, Internet Ser 
vice providers, various levels of network routers, and other 
conventional means for routing data between computers. 
Using conventional network protocols, server 100 may 
communicate through wide-area network 110 to a plurality 
of client computer systems 120, 130, 140 connected through 
wide-area network 110 in various ways. For example, client 
140 is connected directly to wide-area network 110 through 
direct or dial-up telephone or other network transmission 
line. Alternatively, clients 130 may be connected through 
wide-area network 110 using a modem pool 114. A conven 
tional modem pool 114 allows a plurality of client systems 
to, connect with a smaller set of modems in modem pool 114 
for connection through wide-area network 110. In another 
alternative network topology, wide-area network 110 is 
connected to a gateway computer 112. Gateway computer 
112 is used to route data to clients 120 through a local area 
network (LAN) 116. In this manner, clients 120 can com 
municate with each other through local area network 116 or 
with server 100 through gateway 112 and wide-area network 
110. 

Using one of a variety of network connection means, 
server computer 100 can communicate with client comput 
ers 150 using conventional means. In a particular imple 
mentation of this network configuration, a server computer 
100 may operate as a web server if the Internet's World 
Wide Web (WWW) is used for wide area network 110. 
Using the HTTP protocol and the HTML coding language 
across wide-area network 110, web server 100 may com 
municate across the World-Wide Web with clients 150. In 
this configuration, clients 150 use a client application pro 
gram known as a web browser Such as the Internet 
ExplorerTM published by Microsoft Corporation of Red 
mond, Wash., the user interface of America On-LineTM, or 
the web browser or HTML translator of any other well 
known Supplier. Using Such conventional browsers and the 
World-WideWeb, clients 150 may access image, graphical, 
and textual data provided by web server 100 or they may run 
Web application software. Conventional means exist by 
which clients 150 may supply information to web server 100 
through the World-Wide Web 110 and the web server 100 
may return processed data to clients 150. 

Having briefly described one embodiment of the network 
environment in which the present invention may operate, 
FIGS. 2a and 2b show an example of a computer system 200 
illustrating an exemplary client 150 or server 100 computer 
system in which the features of the present invention may be 
implemented. Computer system 200 is comprised of a bus or 
other communications means 214,216 for communicating 
information, and a processing means such as processor 220 
coupled with bus 214 for processing information. Computer 
system 200 further comprises a random access memory 
(RAM) or other dynamic storage device 222 (commonly 
referred to as main memory), coupled to bus 214 for storing 
information and instructions to be executed by processor 
220. Main memory 222 also may be used for storing 
temporary variables or other intermediate information dur 
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6 
ing execution of instructions by processor 220. Computer 
system 200 also comprises a read only memory (ROM) 
and/or other static storage device 224 coupled to bus 214 for 
storing static information and instructions for processor 220. 
An optional data storage device 228 Such as a magnetic 

disk or optical disk and its corresponding drive may also be 
coupled to computer system 200 for storing information and 
instructions. Computer system 200 can also be coupled via 
bus 216 to a display device 204, such as a cathode ray tube 
(CRT) or a liquid crystal display (LCD), for displaying 
information to a computer user. For example, image, textual, 
Video, or graphical depictions of information may be pre 
sented to the user on display device 204. Typically, an 
alphanumeric input device 208, including alphanumeric and 
other keys is coupled to bus 216 for communicating infor 
mation and/or command selections to processor 220. 
Another type of user input device is cursor control device 
206, Such as a conventional mouse, trackball, or other type 
of cursor direction keys for communicating direction infor 
mation and command selection to processor 220 and for 
controlling cursor movement on display 204. 

Alternatively, the client 150 can be implemented as a 
network computer or thin client device. Client 150 may also 
be a laptop or palm-top computing device. Such as the Palm 
Pilot'TM. Client 150 could also be implemented in a robust 
cellular telephone, where such devices are currently being 
used with Internet micro-browsers. Such a network com 
puter or thin client device does not necessarily include all of 
the devices and features of the above-described exemplary 
computer system; however, the functionality of the present 
invention or a subset thereof may nevertheless be imple 
mented with such devices. 

A communication device 226 is also coupled to bus 216 
for accessing remote computers or servers, such as web 
server 100, or other servers via the Internet, for example. 
The communication device 226 may include a modem, a 
network interface card, or other well-known interface 
devices, such as those used for interfacing with Ethernet, 
Token-ring, or other types of networks. In any event, in this 
manner, the computer system 200 may be coupled to a 
number of servers 100 via a conventional network infra 
structure such as the infrastructure illustrated in FIG. 1 and 
described above. 

The system of the present invention includes software, 
information processing hardware, and various processing 
steps, which will be described below. The features and 
process steps of the present invention may be embodied in 
machine or computer executable instructions. The instruc 
tions can be used to cause a general purpose or special 
purpose processor, which is programmed with the instruc 
tions to perform the steps of the present invention. Alterna 
tively, the features or steps of the present invention may be 
performed by specific hardware components that contain 
hard-wired logic for performing the steps, or by any com 
bination of programmed computer components and custom 
hardware components. While embodiments of the present 
invention will be described with reference to the World 
Wide Web, the method and apparatus described herein is 
equally applicable to other network infrastructures or other 
data communications systems. 
The present invention is a computer-implemented system 

and method for home page customization and e-commerce 
Support. In one embodiment, avatars represent one example 
of a digital product that can be self-defining, augmented, 
modified, improved, derived, or otherwise changed through 
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a hierarchy of product developers, each of whom add some 
value to the component parts that are ultimately sold as a 
derived digital product. 
The avatars of one embodiment of the present invention 

are built on conventional animated three-dimensional (3D) 
mathematical models using techniques well known to those 
of ordinary skill in the art. Existing systems have found the 
use of avatars beneficial for improved communication. Con 
ventional avatars are 2D or 3D graphic images that can be 
used to represent a human individual. Many systems have 
improved the animation of the avatar images so the images 
in animation can represent various facial expressions and 
generally appear reasonably lifelike. Other conventional 
systems use avatars to represent a user while he/she is 
chatting with one or more other users. However, these 
systems do not represent the avatars as interacting in an 
environment. 
The present invention improves on the prior art by placing 

these 3D avatars in virtual environments and enabling 
interaction between the avatars in a shared virtual scene. The 
behavior of the 3D avatars is related to the interaction 
between the computer users being represented by the ava 
tars. In one embodiment, the avatars represent users in an 
instant messaging (IM) conversation Supported by conven 
tional network-based IM infrastructure. As the users type in 
dialog in a conventional IM application program, the dialog 
is displayed in the shared virtual scene as dialog bubbles 
adjacent to the avatar representing the speaker. FIG. 3 
illustrates such a shared virtual scene in which two avatars 
are shown with associated dialog bubbles corresponding to 
the conversation taking place between IM users being rep 
resented by the avatars. 

In the example of FIG. 3, each of the avatars in the virtual 
scene can represent a digital good or a digital product that 
can be offered for sale to a consumer. In particular, each 
avatar can represent a derived digital product that comprises 
a combination of component digital parts. For example, an 
avatar can include representations of various apparel and/or 
jewelry along with accessories. In the example of FIG. 3, 
one avatar is shown with a blue shirt and green shoes with 
a beverage cup on the table. This avatar can thus be 
considered a derived digital product with the blue shirt, the 
green shoes, and the beverage cup being digital component 
parts that can be purchased separately by a consumer. In this 
example, a consumer could be allowed to “dress' his/her 
avatar by purchasing component digital attire (i.e. digital 
component parts). The various available digital component 
parts can be provided by different digital wholesalers in a 
derived product hierarchy. In the description that follows, 
the system and method of the present invention to enable the 
authentication, versioning, downloading, and self-assembly 
of the digital products in an interactive 3D chat environment 
is fully disclosed. 

Referring to FIG. 4, a diagram illustrates a typical net 
work architecture used in one embodiment. In this embodi 
ment, an interaction server is used to enable interaction 
and/or communication between two networked computer 
users represented by avatars (i.e. Avatar A and Avatar B). As 
described above, one application of the avatar embodiment 
of the present invention is an IM application. In the diagram 
of FIG. 4, the conventional IM server/provider is repre 
sented as the interaction server. In this case, the interaction 
server facilitates IM communications between the users 
associated with Avatar A and Avatar B. 

Because the product model of the present invention relies 
upon the purchase and ownership of a particular avatar (i.e. 
digital product) by a particular user, it is necessary to 
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8 
determine at various stages of the IM communication 
whether a particular user is a legitimate owner (or licensee) 
of a selected avatar. For this reason, one embodiment uses 
the ownership checker server to validate that a specific user 
has acquired the rights to use a particular avatar or a 
particular digital product. If this ownership validation 
becomes necessary during an IM communication session, 
for example, the end user client system can initiate a 
communication with the ownership checker server to vali 
date ownership of a particular digital product. If ownership 
is validated or a purchase transaction is completed, the 
ownership checker server enables the use of the particular 
digital product. 
As an example of an ownership checking transaction, the 

user represented by Avatar B (shown in FIG. 4) may be in 
conventional IM communication with the user represented 
by Avatar A. During this IM session, Avatar B's user may 
wish to select or purchase a new pair of (digitally repre 
sented) shoes for his/her avatar (Avatar B). During this 
selection process, Avatar B's user is presented with various 
(digitally represented) shoe selections. Upon selection of a 
particular digital product (i.e. a digitally represented pair of 
shoes), the client system of Avatar B's user initiates a request 
to the ownership checker server to determine if Avatar B's 
user had previously purchased the selected digital product. 
If not, a purchase transaction may be initiated with the 
ownership checker server or another sales server in a dif 
ferent embodiment. Once the purchase transaction is com 
plete, the ownership checker server validates Avatar B's 
user's property rights in the selected digital product and the 
selected (digitally represented) pair of shoes is displayed on 
Avatar B. 

Referring to FIG. 5, a diagram illustrates another embodi 
ment of a network architecture used with the present inven 
tion. In this embodiment, an interaction server 505 is used to 
enable interaction and/or communication between two net 
worked computer users represented by avatars (i.e. Avatar A 
and Avatar B) being generated on corresponding IM client 
computer system A 520 and corresponding IM client com 
puter system B 530. As described above, one application of 
the avatar embodiment of the present invention is an IM 
application. In the diagram of FIG. 5, the conventional IM 
server/provider 505 (e.g. AIM) is represented as the inter 
action server communicating in well-known ways via text 
chat with clients 520 and 530 on communication channels 
524. In this case, the interaction server 505 facilitates IM 
communications between the users associated with Avatar A 
(IM client computer system A520) and Avatar B (IM client 
computer system B 530). 

Although the present invention can employ the conven 
tional text chat infrastructure of interaction server 505, the 
present invention augments the IM client Software on client 
systems 520 and 530 to add a second logical channel for the 
transfer of chat command and control information 526 
between interaction server 505 and client systems 520 and 
530. The chat command and control channel 526 operates in 
parallel with first logical channel (i.e. conventional text chat) 
524 to convey chat messages and chat control information 
between client 520 and client 530. In one embodiment, the 
second logical channel 526 can be implemented by inserting 
special predefined text characters into the text stream that 
would normally travel between clients 520 and 530. In the 
examples of the present invention illustrated below, an 
asterisk “*” symbol is used to signal the start of a chat 
command. It will be apparent to those of ordinary skill in the 
art upon reading this specification that other equivalent 
means can be used to implement a second logical channel or 
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a side channel operating in parallel with a conventional text 
chat interaction server. In normal operation, clients 520 and 
530 capture and interpretan incoming IM text stream. When 
necessary, as will be described in more detail below, the 
client 520 or 530 also may insert command and control text 
into the outgoing IM text stream thereby creating the second 
logical channel 526. In one embodiment, this control text is 
denoted with an asterisk (*) prefix. These are called star 
commands. 

Referring still to FIG. 5, because the product model of the 
present invention relies upon the purchase and ownership of 
a particular avatar (i.e. digital product) by a particular user, 
it is necessary to determine at various stages of the IM 
communication whether a particular user is a legitimate 
owner (or licensee) of a selected avatar. For this reason, one 
embodiment uses the product server 510 to validate that a 
specific user has acquired the rights to use a particular avatar 
(i.e. a particular digital product) or a portion thereof. If this 
ownership validation or authentication becomes necessary 
during an IM communication session, for example, the end 
user client system (e.g. IM client computer system A520 or 
IM client computer system B 530) can initiate a communi 
cation with the product server 510 on communication chan 
nels 512 to validate ownership of a particular digital product. 
If ownership is validated or a purchase transaction is com 
pleted, the product server 510 enables the use of the par 
ticular digital product. In a similar fashion, the product 
server 510 can be used by IM client computer system A520 
or IM client computer system B 530 to validate that the most 
recent version of a desired digital product or a digital part is 
available. Once the authentication and versioning of a 
desired digital product or a digital part is completed, the IM 
client computer system A520 or IM client computer system 
B 530 can initiate the download of the desired digital 
product or digital part. Conventional peer-to-peer networks 
can also be used to download digital goods thereby light 
ening the processing load on product server 510. Once the 
downloaded digital productor. digital part is resident in the 
client computer system, the resident digital product or 
digital part can be re-used by the client user until the license 
for the product expires or the product becomes out-dated by 
the presence of a more recent version of the product on 
product server 510. In some examples of the present inven 
tion presented below, the product server 510 may be denoted 
the IMVU server. 
As an example of an ownership checking transaction, the 

user operating IM client computer system A 520 (repre 
sented by Avatar A) may be in conventional IM communi 
cation with the user operating IM client computer system B 
530 (represented by Avatar B). During this IM session, 
Avatar B's user may wish to select or purchase a new pair 
of (digitally represented) shoes for his/heravatar (Avatar B). 
During this selection process, Avatar B's user is presented 
with various (digitally represented) shoe selections. Upon 
selection of a particular digital product (i.e. a digitally 
represented pair of shoes), the client system 530 of Avatar 
Bs user initiates a request to the product server 510 to 
determine if Avatar B's user had previously purchased the 
selected digital product. If not, a purchase transaction may 
be initiated with the product server 510 or another sales 
server in a different embodiment. Once the purchase trans 
action is complete, the product server 510 validates Avatar 
B’s user's property rights in the selected digital product and 
the selected (digitally represented) pair of shoes is displayed 
on Avatar B. 
The avatars of the present invention are built on conven 

tional animated three-dimensional (3D) mathematical mod 
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10 
els using well-known techniques. Existing systems have 
found the use of avatars beneficial for improved communi 
cation. Conventional avatars are 2D or 3D graphic images 
that can be used to represent a human individual. Many 
systems have improved the animation of the avatar images 
so the images in animation can represent various facial 
expressions and generally appear reasonably lifelike. Other 
conventional systems use avatars to represent a user while 
he/she is chatting with one or more other users. However, 
these prior art systems do not represent the avatars as 
interacting in a shared environment. 
The present invention improves on the conventional tech 

nology by placing these 3D avatars in virtual environments 
and enabling interaction between the avatars in a shared 
virtual scene 532. The behavior of the 3D avatars is related 
to the interaction between the computer users being repre 
sented by the avatars. In one implementation, the avatars 
represent users in an instant messaging (IM) conversation 
supported by conventional network-based IM infrastructure. 
As the users type in dialog in a conventional IM application 
program, the dialog is rendered by a 3D scene builder 
(shown in FIG. 5) and displayed in the shared virtual scene 
(3D window) 532 as dialog bubbles adjacent to the avatar 
representing the speaker. The avatar positioning, and ges 
turing conveys an interaction between the virtual characters 
that corresponds to the interaction between the physical 
USCS. 

The 3D scene builder and 3D window 532 of one embodi 
ment integrates visual effects, product files and text chat into 
a coherent 3D scene. Except for the 2D graphical user 
interface (GUI) and overlays, the 3D scene is entirely 
composed of digital product patterns (i.e. Body Patterns) and 
their component digital product parts (i.e. Body Parts). The 
Body Patterns, Body Parts, and the data files they refer to are 
stored in Product Files. 

In one embodiment, Body Patterns include: 1) Blueprint 
files (written in simple XML format), which are used to 
describe the structure of an object; 2) an indexed list of Body 
Parts; and 3) the asset names (3D, 2D, sound, etc.) used by 
each Body Part. 

In one embodiment, Body Parts are the individual com 
ponents of a Body Pattern. Body Parts have a proper name 
and an ID, defined in the Body Pattern. 

In one embodiment, Product Files are compressed data 
files containing assets (3D data, 2D images, Sound, anima 
tion, etc.), metadata (Body Pattern and Body Part informa 
tion), and derivation information (product parentage). A 
single Product File may only refer to a single Body Pattern. 
However, a single Product File may include data for multiple 
Body Parts. 

Using the data constructs described above, digital prod 
ucts and parts can be conveniently defined and their inter 
connection and interoperation can be self defining. Each 
Product File contains both the building materials (2D & 3D 
assets, Sounds, animation, etc.) and the instructions for 
assembly (Body Patterns, Body Part definitions, etc.). Also, 
since a given product may require one or more other 
products to be present in order for it to function, Product 
Files also store information about which other products need 
to be loaded. Therefore, a Product File contains all the 
information required by the 3D Scene Builder 532, includ 
ing references to other product-files from which a desired 
product may be derived. In this fashion, a hierarchical 
product definition is enabled. 
The 3D scene builder 532 uses the chat command and 

control channel 526 as described above to receive a request 
for a particular identified product or part as encoded in star 
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commands which are interpreted by the 3D Scene Builder 
532. The 3D Scene Builder 532 uses the products identified 
from channel 526 to obtain a corresponding Product File. If 
necessary, Product File download can be effected on channel 
512 from product server 510. The Product file can then be 
used to render the desired product into the 3D scene dis 
played in the 3D window 532. 

The 3D scene builder 532, manifested by the 3D window, 
manufactures a 3D scene by displaying one or more 
products as specified and identified by default configura 
tion parameters and by explicit selection by IM users in star 
commands during a chat session. The 3D scene builder 532 
takes the materials and instructions from the selected/iden 
tified Product Files, and assembles a 3D scene. The 3D, 
scene builder 532 is data-driven; it comprises a set of 
libraries and Software application programs for displaying 
2D and 3D content; but, 3D scene builder 532 contains no 
scene-specific information. The key concept here is that the 
3D scene builder 532 is a powerful but data-barren con 
Struct. 

Using the structures described above, the present inven 
tion enables a chat system having dual channel communi 
cations and self-defining product structures. In the examples 
presented below, these structures are used to Support the 
various features of the present invention. 

FIG. 6 illustrates an IMVU Session Start and Initial 
Product Loading. Using well-known techniques, a text chat 
window 605 is displayed with the dialog between two IM 
users displayed as text strings. In this example, a first user 
(GuymonArt, User 1) is chatting with a second user (The 
Wonder Llama, User 2). In this example, text chat is sent via 
the IM. Authentication, versioning and product file down 
load happen via the IMVU Client-Product Server Stream 
512. Arbitrarily. User1 begins the chat and User2 responds. 
Initially, User 1 sends a star command, “use 12394 to the 
IMVU client 710 as shown by the text string 610 illustrated 
in FIG. 6. The star command 610 is sent on the second 
logical channel 526 as described above. The command 610 
identifies a product by its unique number. The unique 
product number corresponds to a product file that contains 
information about the product as also described above. In 
this manner. User1 and User2 IMVU Clients exchange star 
commands to describe the initial configuration for their 
respective avatar products (See FIG. 6, *use 11893 12394 
12484 . . . etc.) and for the 3D room in which the 
avatars-will be displayed. Also as shown in FIG. 6, User1 
invites User2 into a 3D chat session by sending a star 
command (You're Invited) 612 on the second logical 
channel 526. User2 IMVU Client responds with another star 
command (*accept) 614 to acknowledge the invitation from 
USer1. 

FIG. 7 illustrates a Product Usage Communication Path 
way. As User1 and User2 IMVU Clients exchange star 
commands to describe the initial configuration for their 
respective avatar products (See FIG. 6, *use 11893 12394 
12484 . . . etc.) and to specify new avatar products (e.g. 
avatar clothing), the specified products are validated and 
obtained through a communication with Product Server 510. 
In this communication, User1 and User2 IMVU Clients 
query the Product Server 510 to verify that the latest version 
of each product file is present on the user's machine. If the 
product file is not resident on the user's machine, the product 
file is downloaded from the Product Server 510 (See FIG. 7). 
User1 and User2 also validate that the latest version of the 
specified products are resident on the user's machine. 

FIG. 8 illustrates a Derived Product Communication 
Loop. As each product file is loaded into the requesting 
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12 
user's machine, the product file includes information that 
informs the IMVU Client whether the product is a derived 
product. For each derived product, the Product Server 510 
validation-download cycle is repeated 814. See FIG. 8, i.e., 
does the latest version exist 812, if not fetch the latest 
version from the product server 510. Is the product a derived 
product 814, if so fetch the component parts of the derived 
product in the same manner as the product itself is fetched. 

FIG. 9 illustrates Products Displayed in 3D Window. The 
Scene Builder 532 deploys the data contained in the accu 
mulated product files to create a 3D scene 905. As shown in 
FIG. 9, the text chat window 605 is shown as in previous 
examples with the star command lines 610 and 616 (i.e. 
*use 11893 12394 12484. . . . etc.). These “*use” com 
mands specify the unique identity of avatar products that are 
displayed in 3D scene window 905. For example, the *use 
commands 610 and 616 are initiated by User1 to depict the 
avatar 910 corresponding to User1 in 3D scene 905 as 
wearing particular clothing. The particular clothing corre 
sponds to the avatar products specified by User1 in the *use 
commands 610 and 616. In this manner, User1 has the 
ability to “dress' his/her avatar is a desired way. Similarly, 
User2 can use star commands to “dress' his/her avatar 920 
in a desired way. 

FIG. 10 illustrates a Simple Chat Communication Path 
way. Once the users in an IM chat session use the second 
logical channel commands 526 as described above to initiate 
a 3D scene and to “dress' their avatars in a desired fashion, 
the usual chat session can begin. Simple text chat commu 
nication is exchanged between User1 and User2 (FIG. 10 at 
1010). Text chat on a first logical channel 524 is interpreted 
as simple chat and displayed as chat bubbles in the 3D scene 
905 (FIG. 10 at 1012). 

FIG. 11 illustrates a Simple Chat Communication Dis 
played in the 3D scene as chat bubbles. For example, the 
chat text input by User1 at chat stream 1110 is interpreted by 
IMVU client 710 and displayed in 3D scene 905 as chat 
bubble 1114. Similarly, the chat text input by User2 at chat 
stream 1112 is interpreted by IMVU client 710 and dis 
played in 3D scene 905 as chat bubble 1116. 

Referring now to FIGS. 12 and 13, an example of one 
embodiment illustrates how a user (User1 in this case) can 
employ star commands (i.e. the second logical channel 
commands 526) to modify the appearance of the avatar 
representing the user (User1 in this case) in the 3D scene 
905. 

FIG. 12 illustrates a Product Usage Communication Path 
way. In step 1210, the IMVU client 710 interprets a “*use” 
command that specifies the selection of a particular avatar 
product. In this case, the User1 has entered a star command 
(see FIG. 13, command 1310) that specifies the selection of 
a particular avatar product that corresponds to a different set 
of clothing for the avatar 1312 corresponding to User1. In 
step 1212 shown in FIG. 12, the avatar product selected by 
User1 is validated in a communication between IMVU client 
710 and product server 510. The ownership of the selected 
product is checked and the latest version information is 
obtained. If the selected product is not resident on the User1 
computer system, the selected product is downloaded from 
product server 510 in step 1212. In step 1214, the *use 
command is sent to User2 if the ownership check passes. As 
a result, the new clothing corresponding to the selected and 
validated product specified by User1 is displayed on avatar 
1312 in 3D scene window 905. 

FIG. 13 illustrates a User Successfully Selecting and 
Displaying a Digital Product (e.g. Change of Clothing). 
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User1 changes clothes by typing a star command 1310 into 
the IM text window 605. This star command triggers the 
following events. 

User1's IMVU client 710 interprets the star command 
(step 1210) and executes an ownership validation check via 
a communication 1212 with product server 510. In essence, 
the IMVU client 710 asks the product server 510, “does 
Userl own the specified product? If yes, a version check 
is executed (step 1212), and the latest version, as well as any 
required products from which it is derived, are downloaded, 
as described above. Products are loaded into 3D Window 
905 (see FIG. 13). In addition, the *use star command. is 
sent to User2. User2S IMVU Client 710 also executes a 
version check, and downloads products as necessary. These 
User2 products are also loaded into 3D Window 905 (see 
FIG. 13). If User1 does not own the specified product, no 
products are downloaded, and no star commands are sent to 
User2. In this manner, IM users can use the present invention 
to modify the look of their avatars and the 3D environment 
in 3D window 905. 

Referring to FIGS. 14-22, the present invention enables 
users to make personal home pages using avatar pictures that 
the users can customize to represent themselves rather than 
using real world pictures. We call these web pages “avatar 
home pages.” The avatar pictures of the present invention 
are graphical images of a character that the user has cus 
tomized to represent himself/herself by combining body 
customization options and clothing options using, for 
example, the techniques described above. The avatar pic 
tures can also be created illustrating the avatar in an envi 
ronment, optionally interacting with other avatars in that 
environment so as to represent a social scene or activity. 
Again, a description of an embodiment of avatars interacting 
with other avatars in an environment is provided above. 
These avatar pictures enable users to create and express their 
online identities in their avatar home pages without reveal 
ing their physical appearance, thereby avoiding some of the 
risks of posting their real world pictures or identities on the 
internet and letting them exercise the freedom to fashion a 
fantasy identity for themselves that is not necessarily based 
on their real world appearance. 

Referring to FIG. 14, an example of an avatar home page 
created with one embodiment of the present invention is 
illustrated. Using conventional web page building tools, the 
present invention allows the creation of customized user 
home pages with avatars representing users in a unique 
manner. In one embodiment, the customized avatar webpage 
of the present invention is configured to include several 
blocks or components of information. In one block 1410, the 
user's profile information is displayed along with a repre 
sentation of the avatar chosen by the user to represent 
herself/himself. The user's profile information can be cap 
tured in a variety of ways including direct entry by a user in 
a separate page. Avatar selection can be implemented by 
allowing the user to select from a set of available default or 
pre-configured avatars. In a second block 1412 of a first 
user's customized avatar homepage illustrated by example 
in FIG. 14, the first user's customized home page includes 
a set of avatars representing other users-who have visited the 
first user's homepage. The set of visitor avatars can be 
arranged in various sorted orderings including most recent to 
least recent, most often to least often, alphabetically, by 
gender, etc. The displayed visitor avatars can also be filtered 
in a variety of ways including displaying only those visitor 
avatars matching a pre-defined buddy list. In a third block 
1414 of a first user's customized avatar homepage illustrated 
by example in FIG. 14, the first user's customized home 
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14 
page includes a set of messages left by other users for the 
first user. The messages include an avatar representation of 
the originator of the message. Again, these messages can be 
Sorted and arranged in a variety of conventional ways. In a 
fourth block 1416 of a first user's customized avatar home 
page illustrated by example in FIG. 14, the first user's 
customized home page includes a set of friends of the first 
user, each friend being represented by the avatar represent 
ing that friend. The list of friends can be explicitly pre 
defined by the first user, automatically configured based on 
the frequency of contact with the first user, or defined in 
other ways. For each friend avatar displayed in the friend list 
1416, the avatar can be activated. Such as by clicking on the 
avatar with a pointing device, and Such activation will cause 
the first user's computer software to hyperlink to the home 
page of the friend represented by the selected avatar. In this 
manner, the first user has a convenient way of quickly 
linking to his/her group of closest friends. In a fifth block 
1418 of a first user's customized avatar homepage illustrated 
by example in FIG. 14, the first user's customized home 
page includes a gallery of Snapshots the first user has taken. 
In other embodiments, the block 1418 can display or play 
other visual images, including pictures, images, video, ani 
mation, graphics, text, drawings, etc. associated with or of 
interest to the first user. Similarly, audio segments, music, 
sound effects, etc. or other audible items associated with or 
of interest to the first user can be included in gallery 1418. 
It will be apparent to those of ordinary skill in the art that 
other blocks of information or items of information associ 
ated with or of interest to the first user can be included with 
the customized avatar homepage illustrated by example in 
FIG. 14. 

Referring to FIG. 15, an example of avatar customization 
in one embodiment of the present invention is illustrated. An 
important aspect of the present invention is that on-line users 
can anonymously represent themselves to other users with 
an avatar. It is another important aspect of the present 
invention that the avatara user chooses to represent himself 
herself can be uniquely customized to the user's taste. 
One embodiment of the present invention includes a 

separate application with which the users customize a 3D 
avatar using 3D customization options such as clothing and 
body options. It will be apparent to those of ordinary skill in 
the art that a customization application in other embodi 
ments of the present invention can be combined in a single 
application with others of the features described herein and 
not necessarily implemented as a separate application. 

In Support of this avatar customization feature of the 
present invention, the system and method of the present 
invention provides a capability to modify the appearance 
and/or structure of a selected avatar. FIG. 15 illustrates an 
embodiment of the avatar customization in an example. In 
this example, a user interface provides a means with which 
a user can customize the body and clothing of his/her avatar. 
For example, in interface segment 1510, the user can select 
from among a set of eye options. A selection option will 
cause the user's avatar to be modified to include the selected 
eye option. Similarly, the user can select from among a set 
of clothing tops (segment 1512) and/or a set of clothing 
bottoms (segment 1514). In each case, the selection of a 
particular option causes the system to apply the selected 
option to the user's avatar. In this manner, the user can 
customize her/his avatar to his/her own taste. 

Referring to FIG. 16, an example of 3D avatar interaction 
in the same scene is shown in one embodiment of the present 
invention. As shown in scene example 1610, two 3D avatars 
are shown in a ferris wheel environment. The particular 3D 
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scene in which avatars interact can be selected by the users 
or by the system. The avatars in example 1610 represent real 
on-line users engaged in a chat session. The chat text for 
each user is represented in chat bubbles above the avatar 
representing the speaking user. In another example of avatar 
interaction in the same scene is shown in example 1612. In 
this case, two avatars are interacting in a desert Scene. The 
avatars in example 1612 are engaged in a dancing interac 
tion made possible by the 3D avatar motion model of the 
present invention. A user can select a particular interaction 
sequence or action type and the system causes the user's 
avatars to engage in the selected activity or action. In this 
manner, two anonymous users can act out interactive behav 
iors through avatar interaction in a common selected Scene. 
Such capabilities improve the level of communication and 
connection between on-line users. 

Referring to FIG. 17, an example illustrates one embodi 
ment in which a user can take a 2D Snapshot of a 3D avatar 
scene, upload the 2D image to a server, and display the 2D 
scene on a customized avatar homepage. One advantage of 
the present invention is that the avatars of the present 
invention are modeled in three dimensions. They are not 
simply static 2D images as initially created. As 3D avatars, 
users can manipulate the 3D avatars in various scenes and 
with various behaviors and actions as described above. 
Thus, the avatars can be customized and then manipulated 
with other avatars in a common scene. In this way, an 
unlimited quantity of user-driven interactions between 3D 
avatars can be realized. The system of the present invention 
then enables the users to take a 2D Snapshot image of the 
avatar(s) in a 3D scene, optionally interacting with other 
avatars in the scene. The user may then upload the 2D 
Snapshots to their avatar home pages. Again, because an 
unlimited quantity of user-driven interactions between 3D 
avatars can be realized, an unlimited quantity of user-driven 
2D Snapshots of avatars can be captured and uploaded to a 
user's home page. This allows a user to further customize 
his/her home page with avatar Snapshots. 

Referring again to FIG. 17, a user represented by a 3D 
avatar may be interacting with another user in a common3D 
scene as described above (block 1710). The user activates a 
Snapshot function using one of a variety of user input 
methods, such as a button activated with a mouse or pointing 
device. This is described in more detail below. Once the user 
activates the Snapshot function, the system captures a 2D 
image of the 3D avatar Scene using known 2D capture 
techniques. This captured 2D Snapshot image is then 
uploaded (block 1712) to a home page customization and 
hosting server (block 1714). The home page server main 
tains the information used with the present invention to 
implement home page and avatar customization. At the 
user's command, the captured 2D Snapshot can be shown as 
part of the user's customized home page (blocks 1716 and 
1718). The captured 2D snapshot can also be transferred to 
other users for display on their customized home pages. 

Referring to FIG. 18, an example illustrates one embodi 
ment in which a user can preview a Snapshot and then 
activate a user input that causes the system to take a 2D 
Snapshot of a 3D avatar scene. In this example, an avatar is 
shown in a 3D environment (in this case a white backdrop). 
One embodiment also shows user input (in this case a 
clickable button) 1812 the user may activate to cause the 
system to capture a 2D Snapshot image of the 3D avatar. In 
this embodiment, a preview 1810 of the captured 2D image 
is displayed for the user prior to the uploading of the 2D 
Snapshot to the home page server. 
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The creation of 2D images as Snapshots taken of 3D 

avatars in a 3D scene provides a unique advantage over the 
technique of creating 2D avatar images directly out 2D 
customization elements: For example, Snapshots taken of 3D 
avatars can show customized 3D avatars animating without 
requiring each customization option to have an independent 
screen image version for each possible pose of animation. 
Because users will typically want to animate their avatars in 
hundreds or thousands of poses, it just wouldn't be practical 
to create hundreds or thousands of images of each customi 
Zation option as would be required using conventional 
techniques. For example, if one customization option were 
a shirt that the avatar could wear, it wouldn’t be practical to 
create hundreds or thousands of images of that shirt taken 
from the different angles and with different body and arm 
positions that would be required to represent the avatar in the 
various animation poses that the user may want to show of 
the avatar in the scene. The creation of 2D images as 
Snapshots taken from 3D avatars also enables the users to 
select the angle and position from which the Snapshot is 
taken, thereby allowing the user the same kind of artistic 
flexibility that a photographer has when taking a conven 
tional picture. 

Referring again to FIG. 16, examples of 3D avatar inter 
action in the same scene (1610 and 1612) are shown in one 
embodiment of the present invention. The present inven 
tion’s Software application also includes features that allow 
users to interact using their 3D avatars through online 
activities such as communicating, shopping, or playing 
games. By enabling users to generate 2D images for their 
avatar home pages from the same 3D avatars that they use 
for other online activities, the present invention enables 
users to apply their same online identity (anonymous or not) 
across a variety of online activities. Each activity enhances 
the value of the online identity that the user is representing 
on the avatar home page. One particular embodiment of an 
interaction using 3D avatars is the communication feature 
that allows users to chat or instant message with each other 
in Such a manner that each participant in the communication 
is represented by their avatar in the 3D scene, and in which 
their text messages are represented by chat bubbles above 
their avatars heads as shown in the examples of FIG. 16. 
Another embodiment allows users to play online card games 
by showing the users avatar sitting at a card table and 
enabling the users to control the animation of their avatars 
while playing the game. 

In addition to the avatar home page and the online 
interactions directly Supported by the present inventions 
Software application, the application enables user to save 2D 
pictures taken of their 3D avatar to a local storage device so 
that users can import those pictures to represent themselves 
in other web services and applications provided by other 
companies that do not necessarily have a business relation 
ship with the company providing the customized avatar 
home page service. Active internet users are often members 
in a plurality of special interest forums and chat communi 
ties, in which they are represented by a screen name and 
Sometimes an icon or picture. The present invention’s appli 
cation makes it easy for the users to generate 2D pictures of 
their avatars to use in these separate online activities, and 
thereby further leverage the online identity that they are 
creating for themselves using the application and the avatar 
home page service. 

Referring to FIG. 20, an example of an avatar home page 
including a message with an attached gift in one embodi 
ment of the present invention is illustrated. The customized 
home pages of the present invention provide a convenient 
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way of linking users to each other. For example, the friends 
list 1416, described in connection with FIG. 14, is one way 
in which users are conveniently (and anonymously) linked. 
The feature of the present invention whereby users may 
leave messages 1414 for each other on their home pages was 5 
also described above in connection with FIG. 14. As an 
extension of the functionality of the present invention, one 
embodiment also includes the capability for users to attach 
a gift to a message given to another user through the 
customized avatar home pages of the present invention. For 10 
example, a first user can compose a message to a second user 
and attach a gift to the message and send the message to the 
second user. The second user can open the message and 
retrieve the gift. The gift can be a digital object such as a 
document, picture, avatar customization object, coupon, 15 
ticket, 2D Snapshot, 3D avatar interaction scene, or other 
digital object that might be considered of value or interesting 
to the second user. The second user can use her/his custom 
ized home page to retrieve the message and gift from the first 
user as shown in block 2010 of FIG. 20. In this manner, the 20 
present invention can Support a form of e-commerce. The 
gifts given through the technique described above can be 
obtained from on-line stores or other on-line third parties 
who may be in the business of selling and/or distributing 
gifts that may be purchased, given, and received using the 25 
system and methods of the present invention. 

Referring to FIG. 21, an example of an automatic match 
ing and “Chat Now” feature in one embodiment of the 
present invention is illustrated. In one embodiment, the 
present invention includes a profile/comparison matching 30 
algorithm. This feature is used to match a person up with 
someone else who has similar interests and/or meets a 
minimum set of matching criteria. A user's pre-configured 
profile is used to compare particular characteristics to the 
profiles of other users. The customized home page server 35 
can be used as a centralized location for accomplishing this 
comparison. As a result of this comparison, the system 
generates a list of users who match certain criteria with the 
profile of a first user. The system can then determine which 
of the matched users are currently logged into the custom- 40 
ized home page server. For these matching and currently 
logged in users, the system can present a prompt (2110 as 
shown in FIG. 21) that queries the first user to determine if 
the first user wishes to chat or communicate (i.e. Chat Now) 
with a matching user. Conversely, the system can present a 45 
prompt to the matching user(s) to query if the matching user 
wishes to chat or communicate with the first user. Each user 
is also presented with a user input or button that enables the 
user to enable the chat or communication with the other user. 
In this manner, the system can connect users in a commu- 50 
nication based on a set of matching user profile criteria. 

FIGS. 19 and 22 illustrate the features of the present 
invention for showing the geographical locations of users 
represented by their avatars. The system of the present 
invention maintains user profile information for each user. 55 
As described above, this profile information includes a 
customized avatar for each user. This user information may 
optionally include the geographical location of each user. 
Alternatively, the geographical location of a user can be 
automatically obtained using conventional data sources that 60 
correlate geographical location with an IP address (i.e. IP 
geo-coding) or other network information. In either case, a 
geographical location of each user can be obtained and 
retained in a system database. Conventional techniques also 
exist for plotting geographical positions on a 2D map on a 65 
computer Screen. In one embodiment, using a combination 
of IP geo-coding and the well-known Google Maps API, we 
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are able to represent user location information in the form of 
an interactive map 2210. An example is shown in FIG. 22. 
The system can map users to their location (longitute, 
latitude), using their IP address or other profile data. User 
locations are shown as pushpin symbols 2212 depicting the 
geographical location of each user on the interactive map 
2210. Pushpin symbols 2212 are overlaid on the map, 
corresponding to the location of people in a relevant group. 
When these pushpin symbols 2212 are clicked, they provide 
social network-profile information about the user corre 
sponding to the activated pushpin symbol 2212. Such as the 
selected user's avatar name, avatar picture, gender, etc. The 
rendered information may also optionally include other 
information associated with the selected individual. The 
pushpin symbols 2212 also allow for taking actions, such as 
inviting the selected person to chat or viewing their public 
profile. The system can also display avatar profiles and 
pictures 2214, overlaid on the interactive (clickable, Zoom 
able) map 2210. The system can also combine related sets of 
users (for example, recent visitors to a user's customized 
home page, or a user's Social network connections, or a 
users friend list, or other users geographically closest to a 
user, etc.) onto the interactive map 2210. 
As shown in FIG. 19, the interactive map 1910 can be 

integrated into a user's customized home page. When the 
user activates a particular pushpin for a selected user, the 
selected user profile data 1912 is displayed as overlaid on the 
interactive map 1910. 
The general idea here is to represent geographically 

interesting data about a person’s participation in a Social 
network. Most social network sites already provide some 
combination of data about groups of people, primarily 
“friends,” “visitors,” and “interest groups.” However, this 
information is conventionally represented in text-only form. 
Using the techniques described herein, we are able to 
represent this social network information in the form of an 
interactive map. 

Thus, a computer-implemented system and method for 
home page customization and e-commerce Support is dis 
closed. While the invention has been described in terms of 
several embodiments, those skilled in the art will recognize 
that the invention is not limited to the embodiments 
described, but can be practiced with modification and alter 
ation within the spirit and scope of the appended claims. The 
description is thus to be regarded as illustrative instead of 
limiting. 
We claim: 
1. An apparatus, comprising: 
a customized avatar homepage generator configured to 

automatically generate at least one customized avatar 
homepage, the at least one customized avatar homep 
age including a first block to display a customized 
avatar representing a first user, the customized avatar 
being customizable with clothing options and body 
customization options selectable by the first user, the at 
least one customized avatar homepage including a 
second block to display at least one avatar representing 
a visitor to the at least one customized avatar homep 
age; and 

a message processor to receive a message from a second 
user and to display in a third block of the at least one 
customized avatar homepage at least one avatar repre 
senting the second user from whom the message was 
received. 

2. The apparatus as claimed in claim 1 wherein the 
clothing options include selectable 3D clothing options. 
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3. The apparatus as claimed in claim 1 wherein the body 
customization options include selectable body pattern 
options. 

4. The apparatus as claimed in claim 1 wherein the first 
block, the second block, and the third block are displayed on 
the same webpage. 

5. The apparatus as claimed in claim 1 wherein the 
message processor includes an instant messaging apparatus 
to allow the first user to instant message other users in a 
visual environment and to display the first user and the other 
users as 3D avatars, each of which represent one of the users 
participating in the instant messaging. 

6. The apparatus as claimed in claim 1 including a 3D 
avatar motion model to enable the first user to interact in a 
common scene with the second user wherein the customized 
avatar representing the first user and the avatar representing 
the second user are displayed in a common scene and may 
interact with each other. 

7. The apparatus as claimed in claim 6 further including 
an image recorder to allow users to record Screen images 
(Snapshots) taken of the common scene, and to upload the 
screen images to the customized avatar homepage generator 
as an image that may represent a user on a customized avatar 
homepage. 

8. The apparatus as claimed in claim 7 wherein the image 
recorder enables the first user to save an image of the 
customized avatar representing the first user to a storage 
medium in a form that can uploaded to other web services 
or applications. 

9. The apparatus as claimed in claim 1 wherein the 
customized avatar homepage generator displays the real 
world geographical location of a user. 

10. The apparatus as claimed in claim 1 wherein the 
customized avatar homepage generator enables the first user 
to designate other users as friends, the customized avatar 
homepage generator displaying an avatar representing at 
least one friend in a fourth block of the at least one 
customized avatar homepage. 

11. The apparatus as claimed in claim 10 wherein the 
customized avatar homepage generator being further con 
figured to display the avatar representing at least one friend 
with a real world geographical location of the at least one 
friend by showing a marker on a visual map displayed on the 
customized avatar homepage. 

12. The apparatus as claimed in claim 1 wherein the 
message processor being further configured to enable users 
to post messages on other users’ homepages. 

13. The apparatus as claimed in claim 1 wherein the 
message processor being further configured to visually iden 
tify senders of messages by showing pictures of avatars 
representing the message senders in combination with other 
message sender information. 

14. The apparatus as claimed in claim 1 wherein the 
message can be private or public, such that a private 
message is visible on a receiver's customized avatar home 
page only by a receiver. 

15. The apparatus as claimed in claim 1 being further 
configured to receive a gift with the message from the 
second user. 

16. The apparatus as claimed in claim 15 wherein the gift 
is a 3D clothing option or body customization option that the 
first user can use to further customize the customized avatar 
representing the first user. 
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17. The apparatus as claimed in claim 15 wherein the gift 

is a decoration object that the first user can use to further 
customize the customized avatar representing the first user. 

18. The apparatus as claimed in claim 17 wherein the 
decoration object includes a screen image that the first user 
can position on the customized avatar homepage. 

19. The apparatus as claimed in claim 17 wherein the 
decoration object has a limited duration lifetime after which 
the decoration object is automatically removed from the 
customized avatar homepage. 

20. A method, comprising: 
automatically generating at least one customized avatar 

homepage, the at least one customized avatar homep 
age including a first block to display a customized 
avatar representing a first user, the customized avatar 
being customizable with clothing options and body 
customization options selectable by the first user, the at 
least one customized avatar homepage including a 
second block to display at least one avatar representing 
a visitor to the at least one customized avatar homep 
age; and 

receiving a message from a second user and to display in 
a third block of the at least one customized avatar 
homepage at least one avatar representing the second 
user from whom the message was received. 

21. The method as claimed in claim 20 wherein the 
clothing options include selectable 3D clothing options. 

22. The method as claimed in claim 20 wherein the body 
customization options include selectable body pattern 
options. 

23. The method as claimed in claim 20 wherein the first 
block, the second block, and the third block are displayed on 
the same webpage. 

24. The method as claimed in claim 20 including allowing 
the first user to instant message other users in a visual 
environment and to display the first user and the other users 
as 3D avatars, each of which represent one of the users 
participating in the instant messaging. 

25. The method as claimed in claim 20 including enabling 
the first user to interact in a common scene with the second 
user wherein the customized avatar representing the first 
user and the avatar representing the second user are dis 
played in a common scene and may interact with each other. 

26. The method as claimed in claim 25 including allowing 
users to record Screen images (Snapshots) taken of the 
common scene, and to upload the sereen images for cus 
tomization of the customized avatar homepage. 

27. The method as claimed in claim 20 including enabling 
the first user to save an image of the customized avatar 
representing the first user to a storage medium in a form that 
can uploaded to other web services or applications. 

28. The method as claimed in claim 20 including display 
ing the real world geographical location of a user. 

29. The method as claimed in claim 20 including enabling 
the first user to designate other users as friends, and dis 
playing an avatar representing at least one friend in a fourth 
block of the at least one customized avatar homepage. 

30. The method as claimed in claim 29 including display 
ing the avatar representing at least one friend with a real 
world geographical location of the at least one friend by 
showing a marker on a visual map displayed on the cus 
tomized avatar homepage. 

31. The method as claimed in claim 20 including enabling 
users to post messages on other users homepages. 
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32. The method as claimed in claim 20 including showing 
an image of an avatar representing a message sender in 
combination with other message sender information. 

33. The method as claimed in claim 20 wherein the 
message can be private or public, such that a private 
message is visible on a receiver's customized avatar home 
page only by a receiver. 

34. The method as claimed in claim 20 including receiv 
ing a gifl along with the message from the second user. 

35. The method as claimed in claim 34 wherein the gift is 
a 3D clothing option or body customization option that the 
first user can use to further customize the customized avatar 
representing the first user. 
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36. The method as claimed in claim 34 wherein the gift is 

a decoration object that the first user can use to further 
customize the customized avatar representing the first user. 

37. The method as claimed in claim 36 wherein the 
decoration object contains a screen image that the first user 
can use to further customize the customized avatar repre 
senting the first user. 

38. The method as claimed in claim 36 wherein the 
decoration object has a limited duration lifetime after which 

10 the decoration object is automatically removed from the 
customized avatar homepage. 
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